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December19, 2003

TheHonorableCohnL. Powell
Secretaryof State
US Departmentof State
Washington,DC 20520

DearSecretaryPowell:

We write todayagainurging the designationof Uzbekistanasa “Country of Particular
Concern,”pursuanttothe1998InternationalReligiousFreedomAct. As aparticipatingStatein the
Organizationfor SecurityandCooperationin Europe(OSCE),Uzbekistanfreelycommitteditself
to provide“thefreedomoftheindividualto professandpractice,aloneorin communitywith others,
religion or belief.” Despitethe considerableincreaseof engagementpost September1

1th by the
United States,manyseriousconcernsremain about Uzbekistan’swell-documentedrecord of
“particularlysevereviolationsofreligiousfreedom.”

Offoremostconcernaretheroughly6,000Muslims,imprisonedonaccountoftheirreligious
beliefsoraffiliation. Onceincarcerated,manyMuslimprisonersarereportedlypunishedforpraying
andfor fastingduringRamadan.Despitesignificantpressurefrom MembersofCongress,theU.S.
Embassyandinternationalhumanrightsorganizationsoverthepasttwo years,little hasbeendone
byUzbekofficials to addressthecontinueddetentionoftheseindividuals. Althoughamnestiesdo
occur,theyhavebeencriticizedforbeinglittle morethanparoles,andhumanrightsgroupscontinue
to reportthat6,000orsopersonsremainjailedbecauseoftheirbeliefs.

While Uzbekistanhaslegitimatesecurityconcernsstemmingfrom extremistgroups,the
ongoingreactionaryandheavy-handedUzbekpolicy is counterproductiveandnegativelyimpacts
religious freedomfor the manypeacefulMuslims and Christianswantingto practicetheir faith
within theconstitutionalframework. From themid 1990son, for example,reportshavearisenof
hundredsofmosquesbeingclosedthroughouttheFerganaValleyandtheirleadersarrested,creating
a seriousshortfall of facilities for the large and devoutMuslim population in that region. If
individualsatmosquesareinvolvedin actualcriminal activity, the individualsshouldbepunished.
Butby closingindependentmosquesthatrefuseto receivegovernmentappointedimamsoraccept
government-approvedFridaysermons,entirecommunitiesarepenalized,andthegovernmentonly
givesfurthercredenceto theverymovementit is tryingto combat,whilepreventingtheexerciseof
afundamentalfreedom.
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Registrationis also a problem, as the legal schemecontainsburdensomeregistration
requirementswith heavy criminal sanctionsfor groups unable to register, and authorities
systematicallydenygovernmentrecognitionof independentmosquesandunregisteredchurches.
Oneexampleindicativeofothersis thejailing offive Baptistsfor tendaysin Augustfor attending
anunregisteredchurchin theNamanganregion. Thesedangersarereal,asindividualsarrestedfor
attending“illegal” or“prohibited” groupscouldbesentencedfor up to 20 yearsin prison. In 2003,
theUzbekGovernmentdid asktheOSCEOffice ofDemocraticInstitutionsandHumanRightsto
undertakeareviewoftheUzbekreligionlawin light ofinternationalcommitments.Unfortunately,
thegovernmenthasseeminglyignoredthereport,in anapparentattemptto avoidapplicationofits
soundfindings.

While theseegregiousviolationsofreligious freedomaresystematicandongoing,Uzbek
reformsin thisareaaremostcertainlynot. Wethereforeurgeyouto sendanunequivocalmessage
to theUzbekGovernmentthatits policiesandpracticesconstitute“severeviolations”ofreligious
freedomby designatingit a CountryofParticularConcern.

Sincerely,

BenjaminL. Cardin,M.C.
RankingMember

Chairman


